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F rederica was not simply a rude garr i s o n
town, it was a community of craftsmen, art i s a n s ,
m e rchants, and professionals who were hand-
picked in England to inhabit the colony. Fre d e r i c a
became an ideal test ground for hypotheses and
concepts concerning the American colonial experi-
ence and the archeological processes that can
reveal details of the past. Frederica is well suited
to determine the nature of military-civilian interac-
tion within the frontier town as well as pointing
out the variety of socio-economic affiliations of the
towns inhabitants.

General James Oglethorpe (1696-
1785) was a soldier and a scholar
with a determination to make his

colony of Georgia work. Other colonies were
founded on religious persecution or for the bene-
fit of reaping the natural riches of the land, but
the initial colonists sailing to Georgia were
selected. Over 600 men were interviewed in
England, but only 35 families were finally chosen.

In 1733, housing was initially comprised of
wood or in the more rural settings, such as Fort
F rederica on St. Simons Island, palm-thatched
shelters. Some housing was quickly replaced by
“substantial dwellings of brick or tabby; for among
the settlers were bricklayers and masons.”1

The first bricks were sent over as ballast in
ships, but by 1734, industrious Salzburgers had
begun making bricks. John West of Savannah
began his brick operation in 1736 and within the
first eight months of 1738 had made more than
two hundred thousand. Samuel Holmes, a brick-

F re d e r i c a ’s 84 lots contained many tabby
houses and outbuildings as well as a history of his-
torical arc h e o l o g y. During the past 52 years, over
45 archeological excavations have occurred at Fort
F rederica National Monument. The late Charles H.
Fairbanks of the University of Florida conducted
the first excavations and mapped out the town.
F rederica is an excellent scientific study due to a
variety of reasons. It was important to the early
colonial history in the southeast and it was a
unique isolated site with little post colonial occu-
pation. Most import a n t l y, Frederica contained a
c ross section of cultural and economic stru c t u re of
the early American colonies.

To d a y, Fort Frederica is a 238- acre pre s e rv e
made up of an 8-acre tract commemorating the
Bloody Marsh battle site and 230 acres of the town
of Frederica, fort ruins, adjacent buffers, and
marshlands across the Frederica River. Only two
principal above-ground ruins, segments of the fort
and the barracks tower, remain today to re m i n d
visitors of the early time of the town. The public
i n t e r p retation program begins in the park visitor
center where a movie, touch computers, exhibits
and displays of archeological artifacts help estab-
lish life at Frederica in the 18th century. Ta b b y
ruins, including the fort, town ruins, and founda-
tions are the most appealing aspect of the site to
visitors today. None of the town was re c o n s t ru c t e d

layer and mason, arrived in 1737 and before one
year had passed had already produced more than
one hundred thousand.2

Despite the labors of these men, bricks were
just not being made in the quantities needed
a c c o rding to colonist Henry Myers in May 1741.
“As the bricks were dear and much labor for young
beginners, we have fallen upon a much cheaper
and better way of making houses, of a mixture of
lime and oyster shells (of which we have vast
quantities) framed in boxes, which soon dries and
makes a beautiful, strong and lasting wall.”3 M r.
Myers was writing of the fore-mentioned Southern
coastal building material, ‘tabby,’ found between
roughly Charleston, South Carolina and St.
Augustine, Florida and popular from the 16th
t h rough 19th centuries.

Lime Sources
Be it brick or tabby, a necessary ingredient in

the building process was lime. The pro c u rement of
lime for the early building of the Southern colonies
appears to be one of the easier tasks for the set-
tlers. The islands along the coast of South
C a rolina, Georgia, and Florida were originally
occupied by Native Americans, who dined on the
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so visitors have the
o p p o rtunity to use their
imagination aided by out-
door exhibits containing
re p roductions of art i f a c t s
actually found at the site.

A major educational
initiative is taking place
at Fort Frederica with the
local school district and
s u p p o rted by a major
grants from the Fort
F rederica Association and
National Park
Foundation. Children in
4th and 5th grades are
l e a rning about arc h e o l o g y
t h rough a multi-discipli-
n a ry program. After learning about the theory of
a rcheology through 15 background lessons, stu-
dents perf o rm an actual on-site supervised field dig
at Fort Frederica on a 30-year-old site of re b u r i e d
a rtifacts. The children and teachers then re t u rn the
a rtifacts to a full-scale archeological laboratory that
was established in the nearby Oglethorpe Point
E l e m e n t a ry School. There they clean, classify,
weigh, and measure the artifacts as well as write a
re p o rt on their findings and perf o rm curatorial
maintenance on selected pieces. Several identified

a rtifacts are selected, dis-
played, and interpreted in
exhibit cases inside the
school. The program will soon
be available throughout the
state and possibly around the
c o u n t ry with the installation of
a Georgia Statewide Academic
and Medical Systems
(GSAMS) interactive long dis-
tance learning center that will
be permanently based at the
school. 

F re d e r i c a ’s tabby ru i n s
stand today as a silent sen-
tinel to the early period of
A m e r i c a ’s colonial past. This
primitive concrete mixture

stands to remind visitors and park neighbors of the
re s o u rcefulness and adaptation that our original
settlers devised to exist and thrive during the early
days of the Southeastern Coast.
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

Ray Morris is the Chief of Interpretation and
Resources Management at Fort Frederica National
Monument. He is also the 1995 winner of the
National Freeman Tilden Award for excellence in
interpretation for the NPS Archeological Education
Program at Fort Frederica.

plentiful clams and oysters abounding the shore s .
Typical of their habits, they concentrated their
refuse in piles rather than scattering them.

These Indian middens were found by the
English and Spanish. Historical re f e rences cite
their size to be as large as several acre s .4

The use of shells in making lime was nothing
new to the white man, particularly the English.
Historical re f e rences such as Pliny and Vi t ru v i u s
w e re available to cite.5 On a more contemporary
scale, architectural patternbooks and trade tre a-
tises had become the rage in Britain over the last
c e n t u ry, with more being published each year. One
w o r k , Mechanick Exerc i s e s, by Joseph Moxon, pub-
lished in 1703, expounded on the trades of
smithing, joinery, carpentry, turning, and bricklay-
ing. In his discussion on lime, he states: “But the
shells of Fish, as of Cockles, Oysters, & c. are good
to burn for Lime.”6

Oglethorpe, being a scholar, was undoubtedly
a w a re of these works, and apprenticed masons and
bricklayers learned of these sources thro u g h
handed-down knowledge as well. The Indian mid-
dens, there f o re, must have been a pleasant sight as
they readily solved the problem of lime. No searc h
and digging needed to be undertaken to find a

p roper clay or stone. The task at hand mere l y
became how to convert these shells into lime.

Lime Kilns or Casts
Again, current knowledge had its pre c e d e n t

in earlier published books or handed-down knowl-
edge. The Spanish missions in Georgia had alre a d y
been making lime by building “casts, built of wood,
p robably cedar” when Oglethorpe arr i v e d .7 F o r
centuries these casts have been known as “inter-
mittent kilns with mixed feed” where a layering
e ffect of limestone or shell have been altern a t e d
with a fuel such as coal or wood. The two materi-
als or “feed” form the kiln and burn together, basi-
cally leaving nothing but lime and ash. Early
authors such as Pliny and Vi t ruvius expounded on
the employment of “ash” in the setting of mort a r s ;
English colonists there f o re would not care that
wood ash mixed with shell lime during the firing
p rocess. “Intermittent” re f e rred to the fact that
each burn of a charge (e.g. oystershells) consti-
tuted a separate operation. The charge of shells
w e re burned based on the demand of the neighbor-
h o o d .

Primitive kilns were constructed of stone and
located against the side of a hill for easy access to
the top and bottom. One early kiln, excavated at
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Jamestown, was a crude, funnel-like stru c t u re “dug
into banks at the river edge (where it was handy to
unload the shell).”8 This form had also been found
in St. Augustine, suggesting the use of simple
mounds for lime-burning along the coast between
Jamestown and St. Augustine.

H o w e v e r, along the Georgia coast, stones and
t h e re f o re kilns of a more permanent nature were
r a re. Philip von Reck wrote in 1736: “At the pre-
sent time all houses here are made of wood,
because no stones are found in Georgia, until time
is found to bake bricks.”9

Modifications had to be made and adapted to
fit life in the New World. Oglethorpe copied the
Spanish and constructed a lime kiln on St. Simons
“south of the German Village and about four miles
f rom Frederica.” This early lime kiln was made by
“piling wood and oyster shell, layer on layer, into a
g reat mound.”1 0 By November 1736, limeburn i n g s
w e re producing “2 or 300 bushels [of lime] at a
time, “ and most of it was used for house constru c-
tion in the town.1 1

The popularity of the “cast” kiln made of
wood and shell layers seemed to remain in Georg i a
f o r, in 1830, Thomas Spalding suggested that such
a kiln was still in use. “Two days in the week [are ]
employed in collecting shells and building lime
k i l n s . ”1 2 P e rmanent kilns took longer to constru c t
than two days. The “cast” kiln could be done in
two days as was done at Wo rmsloe State Historic
Site in Savannah and at Fort Frederica National
Monument on St. Simons Island, Georg i a .

R e - c re a t i o n
These early “cast” kilns were also called

“ricks” and continue to be historically re - c re a t e d
t o d a y, thereby keeping alive a technique rapidly
becoming a “lost art . ”1 3 For the purposes of
obtaining historic lime for an independent re s e a rc h
p roject on tabby, a rick was constructed based on
old techniques.

Initially a pit is dug, measuring about 4’
s q u a re and 3’ deep. It is filled with pine knots,

h e a rt pine, and other small sources of kindling.
This step is very important as the fire must re a c h
e x t remely high temperatures of around 2000°F for
the oystershells (calcium carbonate or CaCO3) to
decompose into a suitable lime. The pit is then
edged with a frame of oak or pine tree trunks, each
a p p roximately 10” diameter by 8’ long. Two tru n k s
rest on the ground perpendicular to the pit; two
m o re trunks of 6” diameter rest perpendicularly, in
a notch, atop these, forming the frame. Between
the latter trunks, smaller logs of similar length, but
only 3-4” diameter, are laid. Any cracks between
the logs open to the pit below are chinked with
pine knots or kindling. A second round of 6” diam-
eter logs is built, forming a total of four layers.
(Four layers equal one tier.) The logs should be
completely covered with a layer of oystershells.
These layers of logs and shell form the first section
or tier. Subsequent layers of logs, of appro x i m a t e l y
8’ long x 6” diameter, are placed perpendicular to
the layer below,, and oystershells are then piled
atop this until the desired height is achieved. To
p revent the popping and flying of oystershells, a
final layer of kindling or branches may be placed
over the upper layer of shell.

The rick was constructed of two tiers with
each subsequent tier being slightly smaller than
the last. The logic behind this is that as it burn s ,
the rick will collapse in upon itself rather than fall
o u t w a rd and potentially diminish the heat of the
f i re .

The intense fire produces glowing, white-hot
shells, a visual assurance that the 2000°F tempera-
t u re was reached. Ultimately, the heat will turn
them into a white powder called quicklime (Ca0).
If combined with the ash in the pit, one obtains
the grey color found in tabby.

The rick will maintain a steady fire for about
five hours, during which time a ‘watch’ should be
kept. After the burn, the pit will be filled with oys-
tershells, giving the appearance that nothing hap-
pened. Within several days, however, the shells
will mysteriously begin to break down and turn to
a white, talcum-like powder.

The rick was left alone for approximately one
week to cool and air slake, producing hydrated
lime (Ca(OH)2). This method of slaking is time-
h o n o red and seems to work along the Southern
coast where humidity is high. Over the last 100
years, textbooks have advocated for the use of
slaking lime by covering with water and letting it
sit for three weeks. To d a y, however, hydrated lime
is available in bags where the manufacturer has
p e rfected the slaking in a factory setting. After one
week, the lime is then removed from the pit,
sieved, and stored in air-tight containers prior to
use. It will keep indefinitely in a dry place. If rain
is forecast during this week, a tent can be ere c t e d

The two-tiered rick
is complete and
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Ed Matthews.
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over the pit of lime. During Oglethorpe’s and
S p a l d i n g ’s eras, work was covered from the ele-
ments with palmetto leaves. Do not cover the pit
itself. This traps the heat in and the air and mois-
t u re out, thereby altering the chemical process of
b reaking the shell down into a powder.1 4

The rick described above, containing appro x-
imately 25 bushels of shell, yields about 10
bushels of quicklime.

C o n cl u s i o n s
Although St. Simons had kilns for both brick

and lime, the vast quantities of oystershells and
the fact that Oglethorpe’s favorite masonry material
was tabby placed a crimp on the brickmaking busi-
ness until the first demise of tabby by the end of
the Revolutionary War and the Savannah fire of
1796 promoted the fire p roof qualities of brick.

The pro c u rement of lime was definitely a
n e c e s s a ry part of the early building of the Southern
colonies. To what extent it would play was not
imaginable until Oglethorpe and his men settled
the islands of Georgia and found the extensive
Indian middens. Several of Oglethorpe’s men
s p read the use of tabby by constructing houses of
it, thereby using vast quantities of oystershells for
the lime and aggre g a t e .1 5 Two of these houses still
remain, though in ruins, a tribute to the tabby
p ro c e s s .
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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